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It is important to remember that children experience the same emotions adults do. Telling them the 

truth helps them to understand what is real and what is not. Supporting children in their grief 

processes helps children heal and learn to live with a painful loss.  

 

By talking to our children about death, we may discover what they know or what they do not know. 

We can help clear up misconceptions, fears and worries. 

 

Be aware of normal childhood responses to a death in the family, as well as signs when a child is 

having difficulty coping with grief.  

 

How age affects a child’s understanding of death 
 

Preschool children: 3-5 years old 
 

• A younger child may think that they caused the death by misbehaving or think that if they are 

very good, they can bring “grandpa” back. 

• They may ask when a loved one will return, or may need the facts repeated. 

• They may have some understanding about death, but may think that it is reversible , as seen 

on cartoons or on television. 
 

School age children: 6-9 years old 
 

• School aged children are just beginning to understand the finality of death. 

• They may need to hear more details about the death 
 

Preteens and Teens  
 

• Teens have begun to understand the finality of death. 

• They may begin to question their faith or family beliefs. 

• Teens may want to talk about death or other abstract topics. 
 

 

Should children attend the funeral? 
 

If the child is old enough to understand the event and the child wants to attend, attending a funeral 

could be an important part of the grieving process. Explain what will happen at the funeral to prepare 

the child. 

 

Children should not be forced to attend a funeral and should not be made to feel guilty if they choose 

not to attend. 
 

 



 

Signs and symptoms of grief and mourning  
 

Preschool and School age children 
 

• Physical complaints such as headaches or stomachaches. 

• “Acting out”. May be angry with God, other adults, or themselves. 

• Anxiety, including clinging or demanding behavior. 

• Difficulty sleeping or nightmares. 

• Withdrawal or hiding. May not want to talk. 

• Difficulty concentrating or problems in school. 

• Denial that this happened and fear that it may happen to another loved one. 
 

Preteens and Teens 
 

• Anger or guilt. 

• Aggressive behavior. 

• Attempts to hide feelings 

• May resist help. 

• Difficulty concentrating/school problems 
 

How to help 
  

• Choose a quiet, private place and a member of the family that the child trusts. 

• Tell the truth and explain what death means.  

• Make sure the child understands that the death could not be prevented. Reassure them 

that it is not their fault and be present and attentive. 

• Use the word “died/ is dying”. Do not say “went away” or “went to sleep”. 

• Acknowledge their feelings and let them know that it is okay to cry or feel sad or angry. 

• Encourage the child to ask questions. 

• Allow them to participate in the funeral or memorial service, if they desire. This helps 

the situation to seem more real. 

• For adolescents, provide much needed structure – they are not yet an adult but not a 

child. Respect their privacy but maintain closeness. 

 

Just as adults grieve in different ways, so do children. Honest and open communication is 

always helpful.  

 

You and your child may need additional support during this time of grief. Bereavement 

programs and counseling services in our local areas are always there to help. Please do not 

hesitate to call for additional support. 
 

 


